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County Agent’s Notes

May 6, 2002

Our world is humming with cicadas…..
Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture, Mississippi State University Extension Service
Every 13 years, precisely on schedule, we witness an amazing entomological event.
Wooded areas are transformed overnight from tranquility to incessant noise. Lower portions of
tree trunks are littered with empty insect skins. This event is the mass emergence of the 13 year
periodical cicadas, or “locusts” as they are more commonly known in Mississippi. Actually, true
locusts are members of the grasshopper family (order Odonata), and cicadas are related to aphids
and leafhoppers (order Homoptera).
Periodical cicadas are divided into two groups, those having 17 and 13 year life cycles.
The 17 year cicadas are mostly northern, and the 13 year primarily southern. Several broods
exist within each group, with each brood emerging at their appointed time. Brood 22 emerged
last year, but this brood is located in Southwest Mississippi and Louisiana. Brood 23, which is
now emerging is found in an area covering several states. Several broods are generally
recognized; three 13 year broods (19, 22, and 23), and twelve 17 year broods.
There are actually three species in this emergence, but they are similar in appearance. The
body is mostly black on top. The head is broad, and the abdomen tapers to the rear. The eyes are
red; legs and wing veins are reddish orange; wings are nearly transparent with an orange tint.
Females have blade-like ovipositors (egg depositing organ) on the abdomen, with which they cut

into twigs where eggs are placed. Males have a pair of sound-producing organs on the abdomen,
and are responsible for the noise. Cicadas cannot sting or bite, their only defense being their
ability to fly and escape predators. They are not known to transmit disease.
Habits and life cycles of all broods of periodical cicadas are much the same, varying
primarily in length of cycle. Cicadas develop through three stages; egg, nymph, and adult. The
nymph is the growing stage; they have sucking-type beaks that are used to feed on sap of tree
roots. Nymphs develop in the soil, and emerge at their appropriate time to reproduce. It is the
sudden appearance of noisy adults that attracts attention.
In spring, fully grown nymphs emerge at night leaving numerous exit holes in the soil.
They climb onto trees or objects nearby, shed their skin, and transform into winged adults.
Adults have sucking-type beaks but feed little, if at all, and cause no noticeable feeding damage
to plants. Damage to twigs and stems of trees is caused as the females construct pockets for their
eggs. Heavy egg-laying activity may injure twigs which may break or die. Cicadas prefer
hardwoods and fruit species, leaving pine and other conifers unaffected. On large trees, damage
to twigs may be unsightly, but does not seriously injure the tree. However, with young trees
damage may result in loss of growth, misshapened limbs, or even tree loss. If damage occurs in
orchards, fruit yields and tree growth may be reduced. In mixed woodlands, damage is of no
consequence. After hatching, the nymphs drop from the twigs to the ground, enter the soil from
2 to 18 inches deep, and begin feeding on sap from the roots.
We have received several calls from people concerned about the damage done by these
insects. In general, control should not be required, however where populations are very heavy
there are measures that can be taken. Young trees can be covered with cheesecloth or mosquito
netting during the egg-laying period (six weeks after start of male singing). This prevents the

female from reaching young twigs. Make sure the netting is tied to the trunk of the tree beneath
the lower branches. Bands of sticky adhesive on burlap strips around the base of the trunk will
trap the emerging nymphs as they crawl up the tree. The trapped nymphs can be removed each
morning before they change into adults. Young twigs that have been damaged by egg laying may
be pruned and destroyed within a four to six week period after eggs are laid to prevent nymphs
from reaching the ground. During outbreak years, tree planting may be delayed until the fall or
the following spring. For ornamentals, Sevin may be applied according to label instructions
during the egg laying period; repeat the process every 7-10 days until the outbreak ends. For
fruit trees, insecticides labeled for other insects should provide good control.
The worst thing about “locusts” is the noise. We really have not reached the peak of
activity yet, so your best bet is just to ignore the noise if possible. After this emergence, we will
not see the 13 year cicada again until Brood 19 emerges in 2011. Then Brood 22 will emerge in
2014, and this same brood, number 23 will reemerge in 2015. A few “stragglers” that have
gotten off schedule can be seen almost every year, and there are other cicadas like the Dog Day
annual cicada that emerge in smaller numbers every year. That’s about all I can tell you about
periodical cicadas, but call if I can be of further help.
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